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Critical
Reading
Can
BeTaught
inFirstGrade
by Lucile Sebeson

One of the most negelected
areas in first grade reading instruction is in the basic skills
of critical reading.
Primary
teachers may be aware of what
is involved in critical reading,
yet are hesitant to participate
in any active teaching of the
necessary skills in their own
classrooms. · Because it is a
higher comprehension skill and
requires not only evaluations
and judgments, but also some
form of divergent thinking,
early elementary teachers seem
doubtful that six and seven year
olds are mature enough to assume an attitude of questioning,
reasoning and reacting with
good discriminatory techniques.
But first graders can be guided
to read and think critically about
matters that are within their
expe·riences.

for boys and girls, they must
be taught to feel that it is a part
of their total Iiving and not
just a new cumbersome task
that has no relation to the active
world of accepting, rejecting
and exchanging of ideas that
they enjoy in their everyday
lives outside the classroom. The
good teacher, who has learned
to apply the principles of critical reading in her own reading
habits, will recognize many situations where the opportunity
to develop critical reading in
the classroom will present itself.
Many questions beginning
with "Why" and "How" will
get the children thinking beyond the printed page. "Why
could or couldn't this happen to
you?" might be asked of some
probable or improbable situation
story. Or, "How do you think
you would feel if you were the
person in the story and this
happened to you?" "Would you
have done what this person
did?" "Why ?" or "Why not?"
Questions tha .t suggest inferences from the material by what
some one said or did as related
to the child's own behavior or
beliefs will prepare children for
a participation in judging and
evaluating the reading material
and the author's purpose for
writing. It will lead the way
to helping them see the relationships between what they read

In a world that is bombarded on all sides and from all communications media with an avalanche of truths and half-truths,
biased opinions, omitted facts
and slanted advertising, children must begin early to sift the
good from the bad, the right
from the wrong, and the emotional from the rational and
objective in choosing what they
want to assimilate into their
own beliefs and values.
If first grade reading is
to be a meaningful experience
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number of basal textbooks by
the end of the year" ? It could
be th~t those divergent paths
will lead to the mastery of more
reading skills than all the basal
textbooks and isolated phonics
lessons put together. If children
are interested in knowing about
something, they are more eager
to acquire a knowledge of the
vocabulary involved and can understand the importance of a
lesson in related phonics to increase their word-attack skills.

and how they respond to the
world around them.
Content subjects as weU as
stories in the basal readers lend
themselves well to the development of critical attitudes of
classifying, hypothesizing and
documenting. A child may bring
a grass-hopper or a pet turtle
to show his classmates. Or, perhaps, a family spent part of
their vacation at some seashore
or inland lake and someone
brings to school the treasured
seashell or fossil rock that he
found. Many interesting kinds
of critical reading situations
could grow out of these incidents. Stories about turtles and
insects could be found. Comparisons could be made of the fact
and fiction stories.
Studies
using the microscope, locations
on maps of where the fossils are
found would only be a beginning
for eager youngsters who are
forever curious of the world
about them. They can be taught
to never be entirely satisfied
with one source of information,
and to be able to not only ask
the questions but to also find
the answers they seek on their
own initiative. Again, the child
who has attended a circus will
have first-hand experiences to
apply in comparing the relevancy of the pictures and
stories in his basal reader with
the , actual observations that he
witnessed.

Six and seven year olds
want to become independent in
their reading and in their thinking. Boys, especially, will rise
up to meet the challenge of critical thinking at every grade
level. It is important, therefore,
to get them started early while
their enthusiasm is fresh and
classroom frustrations
haven't
had a chance to dampen their
more creative abilities. Slogans
heard on TV or found in magazines could be collected and
given to them to read critically.
The things not said in the advertising may be the clues they
will use to judge the quality of
the product from their background of standards and norms.
Young children can even be
shown how to detect ambiguities in the emotional babble of
politicians who seem to be promising everything.
To begin teaching the techniques of critical reading in the
first grade is to begin helping
young minds grow into discerning, discriminating seekers
of knowledge from the world
(Concluded on page 19)

The teacher may ask, "But
how can I take the time to explore all those divergent paths
when I must complete a certain
16

color decisions are removed (as
in second grade and up) the
child makes a more normal rate
of progress, but I realize that
the evidence presented is not
conclusive.
However, since color blindness does exist in a plus five
per cent of the male population,
and it can be detected with a
minimum of time and money,
it would appear that to test the
the entering kindergarten child
would be the humane thing to
do. Why not provide the teacher
with the information and tools
that would permit her to remove one frustration from the
lives of many children, for
whom one more frustration
might be "the one that broke
the camel's back" ?
( Dorothy A. Norton is an elementary teacher in the Livonia
School District.)

grade level. One was considered "slow" and was retained in
the first grade. He is now at
the very top of his class.
Of the thirteen boys in
grades two through six remaining, there is no kindergarten record on one and the rest were
labeled:
1 shy, apprehensive
8 very tense
1 defiant
2 well adjusted
Of the six that are presently in the first grade, only one
is labeled as a well adjusted,
bright boy. The other five are
labeled immature, tense and unready for second grade.
It would be easy to say
that the inability to discriminate between colors hinders a
child's progress in the area of
reading in the first grade ·, and
that when the requests to make
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CRITICAL READING (Continued from page 16)

around them. Good reading is
the pathway that leads to a
rewarding accumulation of that
knowledge . To get on this pathway, young children should be
taught how to evaluate all
printed material. They must

know how to choose only that
which will enrich an ever growing involvement in home, school,
country and world.
( Lucile Sebeson is a remedial
reading teacher in the Lansing
School District.)
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